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Ci tat ion
Frank Bongiorno
JAN GOTHARD
T H I S  A R T I C L E  makes a significant contribution to a transnational history of the 
Australian environment, challenging triumphalist accounts of the defeat of an 
invading species by Australian science and ingenuity. The author has a clear 
theoretical framework that emphasises the transnational networks along which 
flowed ideas, texts, discourses, machines, plants, humans and, of course, ‘weeds’ 
such as the prickly pear. The author is especially concerned with the impact of 
‘transnational botanical networks’ and the role of individuals such as J. H. Maiden 
and institutions like the Sydney Botanic Gardens in mediating and interpret-
ing ‘national’ problems for transnational scientific networks, and transnational 
knowledges for local application. The article draws on an impressively diverse 
range of primary source materials, an achievement balanced by an eclectic and 
imaginative approach to historiographical contextualisation. The author’s grasp 
of the nuances of language in the original sources is a particular strength of this 
article, yet this too is balanced by a sense of real lived experience of settlers faced 
with the prickly pear problem. We are not allowed to forget that lives—or at least 
livelihoods—were at stake in this business, nor does the author overlook the 
irony that the ‘triumph’ over the prickly pear and the ‘liberation’ of the settler 
‘meant marginal farming and debilitating land practices’. Again, we are here 
confronted with a challenge to conventional narratives of scientific progress. In 
sum, this study reveals that an exploration of Australian environmental history 
in an international context can illuminate our historical understanding of 
concepts such as colonialism, empire, settlement and identity.
January 2007
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Prickly Pear Land
Transnational Networks in Settler Australia
JODI  FRAWLEY
The story of prickly pear in Australia is usually told as a tale of triumphant scientific 
intervention into an environmental disaster. Instead, this article considers it as a 
transnational network in order to better understand the myriad of elements that made 
this event so important. Through this methodology emerges the complex nature of 
prickly pear land that included people, places, ideas, rhetoric and objects that travelled 
from all over the world into settler Australia.
T H E  S T O R Y  O F  the prickly pear in Australia is commonly depicted as a tale of 
scientific triumph over environmental disaster and, with this, an emblem of 
settler struggle for the land in the face of invasion or insurrection. Each retell-
ing of the story—from the initial assessment in the 1930s,1 to a flurry of scien-
tific anecdotes in the 1940s and 1950s,2 to the beginnings of environmental 
consciousness in the 1960s3 and its reinvention as a cautionary tale in the 
1990s4—is remarkably similar in its narrative structure. In summary, prickly 
pear histories are presented thus: in the late nineteenth century, the prickly pear 
became a pest in the central parts of Queensland and northern NSW; it went wild 
and took over large tracts of pastoral and Crown land; it was so dense in parts 
that it threatened settlement. In the mid 1920s scientists brought the Cactoblastis 
moth from overseas and overnight the plants were all destroyed allowing settle-
ment to go ahead as expected. This tale was always told as an adjunct to colonial 
history; a small tale of progress, potentially thwarted. At a time when settlers 
sought to indigenise their occupation of the land, the prickly pear represented a 
foreigner that threatened to dispossess the dispossessor. Complicating and depart-
ing somewhat from this view, this article considers the prickly pear as part of a 
transnational network that emphasises the complex nature of ‘prickly pear land’ 
1 F. D. Power, ‘Sixth Annual Report of the Prickly Pear Land Commission’ (Brisbane: Queensland 
Department of Lands, 1930); Edward Samuel, ‘Fighting the Prickly Pear’, Walkabout (1936).
2 Alan Dodd, The Biological Campaign against Prickly-Pear (Brisbane: Commonwealth Prickly Pear 
Board, 1940); Dr Charles Fenner, ‘The Prickly Pear Advance and Retreat’, Walkabout (April 
1957); ‘The War against the Prickly Pear’, Hemisphere 2 (1958).
3 Eric C. Rolls, They All Ran Wild: The Animals and Plants That Plague Australia (London; Sydney: 
Angus & Robertson, 1984, first published in 1969), 354–56.
4 Donald B. Freeman, ‘Prickly Pear Menace in Australia 1880–1940’, The Geographical Review 82, 
no. 45 (1992); William J. Lines, Taming the Great South Land: A History of the Conquest of Nature 
in Australia (Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 1991); Ian R. Tyrrell, ‘Blasting 
the Cactus’, in True Gardens of the Gods: Californian–Australian Environmental Reform, 1860–1930 
(Berkeley, Ca: University of California Press, 1999).
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that included people, places, ideas, rhetoric and objects that travelled all over the 
world into settler Australia. A transnational approach to the story of the prickly 
pear provides a particularly rich account of the plant, the cultural histories and 
network surrounding it, which included settlers, scientists, plants, machines, 
inventors, animals, ecosystems and Sydney’s Botanic Gardens. 
The rhetoric used to describe, portray, illustrate and depict the prickly pear 
provides an important feature of this network before the Cactoblastis moth was 
introduced. The way that the plant was understood demonstrates the changing 
features of the transnational field. Where Marilyn Lake sees transnational history 
as providing the space to consider how global dynamics shaped emergent identi-
ties, this article considers how it helped to shape emergent environments.5 This 
transnationalism was not constrained by national or imperial borders, but was 
constituted through the movement of prickly pear, prickly pear material and 
prickly pear information throughout the world. Such networks have no formal 
shape, or size, but take their form from the energy of the collective operating in 
a particular event. Plants, machines, laboratories and ecosystems are integral to 
such networks, de-centreing the human. As the prickly pear travelled through 
such transnational networks its articulation shifted from host to host.
Immigration
The prickly pear arrived with the First Fleet, as alien as the white settlers. It had 
moved from Brazil to Australian land, hosting an insect and hopes of successful 
settlement. Docking at Rio de Janerio in 1787, Captain Arthur Phillip collected 
‘all such seeds and plants procured as were thought likely to flourish on the coast 
of New South Wales, particularly coffee, indigo, cotton and the cochineal fig’.6 
They included the prickly pear because it played host to an economically impor-
tant insect. The cochineal insect, Dactylopius ceylonicus,7 was a coveted economic 
product. The female fly gave its life for the dark red fluid held in its abdomen that 
produced the rich pigment for the fabric dye colour of carmine. Had the plant 
‘taken’ in the garden in Farm Cove, it would have provided red dye for soldiers’ 
coats and an export crop for shipment back to the textile industry in England.8 
Although the plants did survive in the Sydney district, they did not thrive. The 
First Fleet prickly pear, Opuntia monacantha, was never to become a real problem, 
except in fairly localised areas in northern NSW.9 What science today can add is 
5 Marilyn Lake, ‘White Man’s Country: The Trans-National History of the National Project’, 
Australian Historical Studies 34, no. 122 (2003): 350.
6 Joseph Henry Maiden, ‘A Preliminary Study of the Prickly-Pears Naturalised in New South 
Wales’, Agricultural Gazette of New South Wales 9 (1898): 980.
7 John Mann, Cacti Naturalised in Australia and Their Control (Brisbane: Queensland Department of 
Lands, 1970), 73.
8 Amy Butler Greenfield, A Perfect Red: Empire, Espionage and the Quest for the Colour of Desire (New 
York: Harpers Collins Publishers, 2005).
9 John Mann, Opuntia specialist, believed that O. monacantha was the plant bought to Australia, 
as it was found growing in Brazil at the time.
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that Opuntias disliked the humidity of the Sydney and coastal Australian climate, 
thus having to wait until their movement inland to really settle.10
The very fact that the plant had limited success in adapting to the coastal 
region of Sydney kept settlers open to the idea of the usefulness of the plant. 
Given the extensive movement of plants during the early part of the nineteenth 
century, prickly pear of a range of varieties and types continued to arrive in 
Australia. By 1839, nurseries were selling the plant as a garden ornamental. It 
was to be a fodder plant; food for Australian animals, cattle and sheep. It was to 
be food for man, as were the ‘tunas’ of Mexico.11 It was to be a hedge for home-
stead gardens. In Spain, Cyprus and South Africa, Opuntias hedges were used 
to enclose homes, even whole villages, and plantations served as fire breaks.12 
James Busby, an early Australian viticulturalist, recommended that ‘if there is 
any part of the Rural Economy of the Andalusians which the settler of New 
South Wales could adopt with advantage, it is the hedge of the prickly pear’.13 
Here we have a living and ferocious fence. Being both fire-proof and cattle-proof, 
it kept small children in14 and predators and pests out,15 and framed the strange 
Australian landscape.
The Sydney Botanic Gardens were but one of a myriad of transitional 
centres through which plants could travel. The movement of prickly pear 
was enabled through commercial, governmental and personal connections. 
Botanic Gardens supported the pastoral industry during the nineteenth century 
by importing and acclimatising fodder crops, grasses, clover and grains that 
would improve the carrying capacity of the land. Joseph Maiden, Director of 
the Sydney Botanic Gardens from 1896 to 1924,16 first published, in 1896, a 
translation from French of a report on the use of prickly pear in Morocco to 
feed cattle.17 While the hedges kept the cattle away from the homestead, it also 
fed them. Seeds swallowed by the cattle passed through their digestive tract 
and remained intact once expelled. Cattle dung was a rich seed-bed for the 
10 A. A. Webb, ‘Consequences of Agricultural Land Use in the Brigalow Belt,’ in The Brigalow Belt 
of Australia, ed A Bailey (Brisbane: The Royal Society of Queensland, 1984), 177.
11 A tuna is the name given to the fruit of the prickly pear in Mexico.
12 P. Gennadius, ‘Prickly Pear Opuntia (Cactus, Barbary Fig or Indian Fig)’, Agricultural Gazette of 
New South Wales 10 (1900): 39; W. Hoffman, ‘Ethnobotany’, in Agro-Ecology, Cultivation and Uses 
of Cactus Pear, eds Guiseppe Babera, Paolo Inglese and Eulogio Pimenta-Barrios (Rome: Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, 1995), 16.
13 James Busby, Journal of a Tour of through Some of the Vineyards of Spain and France (Sydney: 
Stephens and Stokes, 1833), 14.
14 Peter Pierce, The Country of Lost Children: An Australian Anxiety (Cambridge and Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 3–94.
15 W. B. Alexander, The Prickly Pear in Australia (Melbourne: Advisory Council of Science and 
Industry, 1919), 12; Maiden, ‘A Preliminary Study’, 987.
16 Maiden was a British settler who was a career public servant in Sydney. He worked as the curator 
of the Technological Museum from 1880 for 26 years, where he developed his professional 
botanical skills, before moving to the Sydney Botanic Gardens in 1896. He is best known in 
scientific circles for his works The Useful Native Plants of Australia and Critical Revision of the Genus 
Eucalyptus. See Lionel Gilbert, The Little Giant: The Life and Work of Joseph Henry Maiden 1859-1925 
(Sydney: Kardoorair Press in Association with Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney, 2001).
17 Paul Bourde and J. H. Maiden (translator), ‘Plan of Inquiry into the Merits of Prickly Pear as a 
Forage Plant’, Agricultural Gazette of New South Wales 7 (1896).
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plant; in providing evidence to the Royal Commission on Prickly Pear in 1923, 
one landholder exhibited a pat of dung with up to one-hundred young plants. 
This landholder assured the commission that the same pat had been producing 
seedlings for over a decade.18 Stock was moved from station to sale yards along 
specifically gazetted stock routes, roads and along rail lines. The plant moved, 
with the domesticated animals of settlers, into Queensland and NSW. Paradoxi-
cally, the prickly pear’s usefulness as cattle fodder, as advised by the Botanic 
Gardens, was in reality what made the land ‘useless’.
For some time during the nineteenth century the plant had complied within 
a specified field of social relations as domesticated plant.19 As the plant became 
unruly it started to come into view. Although settlers imagined a whole range of 
uses for the prickly pear, the plant had other plans. As philosopher of science, 
Bruno Latour argues:
Natural objects are naturally recalcitrant; the last thing that one scientist will say about 
them is that they are fully masterable. On the contrary, they always resist and make a 
shambles of our pretensions to control.20 
Prickly pear escaped the homestead garden and, instead of protecting settlers 
from the vagaries and strange dangers of Australian land, itself became a threat. 
It jumped the fence and joined the ‘other’ side, the wildness of nature and, in 
doing so, seeded a new hybrid landscape in the brigalow belt.
Settling In
The ‘brigalow belt’ was the colloquial expression used by scientists and locals to 
identify land that existed in both Queensland and NSW, predominantly made up 
of open forests of Acacia harpophylla.21 This land had its natural boundaries—the 
coastal plains to its east, which were too humid for prickly pear, and the drier, 
more arid lands to its west, in which little cover was available to protect smaller 
plants. It exists, therefore, as a ‘belt’ of land between these two varied geographic 
landforms. RW Johnston wrote of these places as floral communities with a 
mixture of grasses, legumes, eucalypts and acacias, making them reasonably 
typical of the ‘floral mix of eastern Australia’.22 Typically, these floral commu-
nities had canopy that only shaded between 30 and 70 per cent of the ground 
18 Betram Dillon Steele, ‘The Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire into Certain Matters 
Relating to the Prickly-Pear Problem’, Queensland Legislative Assembly (1923): 47.
19 Freeman, ‘Prickly Pear Menace’, 414–16. 
20 Bruno Latour, ‘When Things Strike Back’, British Journal of Sociology 51, no. 1 (2000): 116.
21 A. Bailey, ed The Brigalow Belt of Australia (Brisbane: Royal Society of Queensland, 1984); R. S. 
Dick, ‘Five Towns of the Brigalow Country of South-Eastern Queensland: Goondiwindi – Miles 
– Tara – Taroom – Wondoan’, Department of Geography Papers University of Queensland no. 1 (1960): 
3–35.
22 R. W. Johnston, ‘Flora and Vegetation of the Brigalow Belt’, in A. Bailey, ed, The Brigalow Belt of 
Australia.
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area.23 Such dappled light and protection offered by the indigenous ecosystem 
was entirely welcoming to the prickly pear.24 
Emus, crows and scrub magpies happily adopted the fruit and seeds of the 
prickly pear into their diet. In response, a Queensland bonus scheme placed a 
bounty on each bird slaughtered by settlers. The bounties were calculated thus:
Table 1: Queensland Department of Lands, bounty for bird slaughter 1926–27
Emus 2s 6d per head
Crows 6d per head
Scrub Magpies 4d per head
Emu Eggs 1s each
This scheme ran for two years. Between 1 February 1926 and 1 December 
1927, 226 202 birds were killed and 109 345 emu eggs destroyed. The commission 
outlaid £12 982.12.6 in a futile attempt to control the spread of the plant.25
Prickly pear was also carried by water flows across these landscapes. Mr J. P. 
Abbott, NSW parliamentarian, relayed the story of the planting of a hedge of 
Opuntias along the Mooni River, ‘but when the floods came down the Barwon, 
it scattered the pears all over the plains’.26 The ferocity of inland river flooding, 
which carried debris within swift current flows, broke the plants into many 
pieces. Each piece could germinate a new plant. Mr Rush, of Boganbilla in 
Queensland, ingeniously sought to create a barrier upstream from his land to 
prevent the movement of plant parts in this manner.27 Such men sought to hold 
back the floodwaters to prevent the movement of the plant.
The plant’s broad range of reproductive techniques had protected it in the 
harsh climates and geographies of arid America. This was a key element in its 
exponential growth in Australia. It wasn’t that the conditions were the same as 
America, it was that certain Australian features enhanced the capacity for growth. 
The plant had found a niche and developed a strong and stable ecosystem in its 
new land. During its most active phase, it was estimated that the reproductive 
mass of the prickly pear was one million acres a year. This created a new distinc-
tive landscape: not indigenous, not exotic, but a mixing of the two. What is often 
missed in histories of prickly pear land is the vigour of this hybrid ecosystem. 
Settlers were repositioned in this network because of this hybrid environment. 
They were now living in prickly pear land.
23 R. W. Doughty, The Eucalypts: A Natural and Commercial History (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2000).
24 D. B. Freeman, ‘Prickly Pear Menace’, 413–28.
25 W. L. Payne and F. D. Power, ‘Annual Reports of the Prickly Pear Land Commission’, Queensland 
Department of Lands, 1925–30.
26 ‘NSW Parliamentary Debates Session 1885-86’, Legislative Assembly (27 May 1886), 2287.
27 M. Rush, letter to the Department of Lands, 1919, in Queensland State Archives Lands 
Department Correspondence LAN/194, 1912–21.
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As it moved, it was no longer a benign immigrant plant, domesticated as 
ornament or fodder, but had become a weed. Defining what it was that scien-
tists and farmers saw as a weed helps to understand why prickly pear came to 
be treated differently. William Bienart and Karen Middleton ask, ‘what is the 
borderline between useful plants and those seen as weeds?’28 The partial answer 
to this intriguing question lies in the strength of the relations between humans 
and these plants. The botanist J. W. Audas defines a weed as ‘any injurious, 
noxious or troublesome plant, which is at the same time useless or regarded as 
useless’.29 A weed hinders, but does not halt, settlement. The ‘out of place-ness’ 
of the prickly pear is a locational and relative position for a plant to find itself in; 
it is dictated by its transnational, migratory motion in relation to white settlers. 
Non-belonging and ‘out-of-placeness’ were also used to describe Indigenous 
and Asian populations in relation to settlers. Thom Blake’s discussion of William 
Thompson’s moves to set up an Aboriginal reserve in southern Queensland in 
1899 indicates an instance of the mobilisation of non-belonging. Thompson 
articulated Aboriginal peoples’ drinking and living conditions as a ‘problem’ for 
the country town of Nanango. This constructed Indigenous people as out-of-
place in the white town was one factor in the creation of the Barambah settle-
ment.30 Whether  ‘human’ or ‘plant’, ‘Othering’ situates settlers as ‘at home’ or 
‘in place’.
Where the prickly pear grew in scattered clumps, it posed only a limited 
problem to landholders. Where it became dense and thickly spread through 
brigalow scrub, cattle and sheep could no longer be grazed, horses and humans 
could no longer pass and the ground could not be planted with crops. It became 
a serious biological barrier to the settlement of the Australian inland at a time 
when closer settlement was a cultural, political and economic desire of the 
colonies. In a time of increasing urbanisation, the bush itself and rural yeomanry 
as a lifestyle grew into iconic status, with the white bushman, depicted as hardy 
and racially fit, having the capacity to not only fill the empty spaces of the north, 
but to also weigh against a feminised, soft, urban male figure. As David Walker 
points out, the home of the true Australian, capable of holding back the tides of 
the ‘yellow peril’, was not in the city, but instead carved out of the experience 
of working and living in the bush.31 We might add to this that the place where 
this ideal type could be nurtured into existence was, in fact, prickly pear land. 
So when Maiden refers to it as a national pest,32 it is not because of a geographic 
28 William Beinart and Karen Middleton, ‘Plant Transfers in Historical Perspective: A Review 
Article’, Environment and History 10 (2004): 5.
29 J. W. Audas, ‘Plants Introduced from Abroad’, in Save Australia: A Plea for the Right Use of Our Flora 
and Fauna, ed James Barrett (Melbourne: Macmillan & Co, 1925), 70.
30 Thom Blake, A Dumping Ground: A History of Cherbourg Settlement (Brisbane: University of 
Queensland Press, 2001), 4–5.
31 D. Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850–1939 (St Lucia: University of 
Queensland Press, 1999).
32 J. H. Maiden, ‘The Prickly Pears of Interest to Australians No. 4’, Agricultural Gazette of New South 
Wales 23 (1912): 713–16.
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distribution it never reached, but because of its threat to the emergence of this 
national character. At a time when white Australians were being encouraged to 
‘populate or perish’, by its voracious reproduction the prickly pear had changed 
the reality of settlement.
The narratives and records of this landscape emphasise the settlers and, 
therefore, have much to tell us about Australian attitudes to land. Prickly pear 
was certainly not the only plant to interfere with the management of rural land. 
Delivering his ranking of plants to the Weed Conference of 1895, Maiden listed 
twenty species actively causing problems in NSW. A variety of thistles, briars, 
burrs and grass weeds were included, but not one variety of prickly pear was 
listed. Maiden conducted a more detailed comparison and analysis of municipali-
ties and shires in 1915, in collaboration with the officer in charge of local govern-
ment.33 The resulting top ten weeds of NSW still excluded the prickly pear.34 As 
prickly pear land increased in area, the plant was demarcated out of this group 
when legislators created Acts of Parliament for its destruction.
Scientists such as Maiden declared a ‘pest pear’ rather than discussing it as 
one in a range of plants to be dealt with by farmers and pastoralists.35 Pest pear 
or even prickly pear conflated the differences between varieties and species of the 
plant such that they came to be understood as an agglomeration rather than a 
series of different plants. O. inermis, O. ficus-india, O. monocantha and O. aurantiaca 
became prickly pear.36 In this way the plant was collectively Othered, parallel-
ing the way that the terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Asiatic’ reduced disparate groups to 
singular ones.37 The value of this reductive term lay in simplifying the reference 
point across scientific, bureaucratic and community spheres.
While many historians are quick to point out the ultimate success of 
bio logical control, settlers faced a far longer and drawn out experience of occupy-
ing this part of Australia. The quest for an agent of biological control was not 
as sensational as later chroniclers would suggest.38 There was a slow process 
of experimentation, which occurred not simply in a laboratory, but in the legis-
lature, in the backyard shed, in the print media and in the Botanic Gardens.
33 Maiden provides no name for this officer.
34 J. H. Maiden, ‘Weeds of New South Wales’, Agricultural Gazette of New South Wales 26 (1915): 
981.
35 J. H. Maiden, ‘Report on Botanic Gardens and Domains for Year 1899’, Botanic Gardens, 
Sydney, 1900; J. H. Maiden, ‘Note on Opuntia Aurantiaca (Prickly Pear)’, Agricultural Gazette of 
New South Wales 23 (1912).
36 Compare the way that Japanese, Indian, Afghani, and Macassan peoples were all referred to as 
Asiatic.
37 Penny Edwards and Yuanfang Shen, Lost in the Whitewash: Aboriginal-Asian Encounters in Australia 
1901–2001 (Canberra: Humanities Research Centre, 2003), 4–6.
38 See for example Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers: A History of Australians Shaping Their 
Environment (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992); W. R. Johnston and P. Lloyd, ‘The Fight against 
Cacti Pests in Queensland’, Queensland Agricultural Journal 108, no. 4 (1982); Judith Wright, 
‘Landscape and Dreaming’, Daedalus (1985): 29–56.
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Responding through Science
The Sydney Botanic Gardens responded to prickly pear land by mobilising trans-
national botanical networks. Botanists had to handle the cultural and intellectual 
traffic across settler colonies and empires.39 The Sydney Botanic Gardens, as a 
network node, were perfectly placed to undertake a leading role in this settler 
problem. The work of the gardens at this time responded to the dispersed knowl-
edge of the Opuntia species with specialists located all over the world. Sometimes 
these were integrated, but other times knowledge paths can be more accurately 
drawn as a series of unrelated tangents. When taken as a whole, they form what 
Tony Ballantyne sees as a colonial web, some tangents connected and strength-
ened through their density, others fragile and singular. He argues: ‘by empha-
sizing the mobility of colonial knowledge and the interweaving of the archives 
of the empire, we can place greater emphasis on the transnational cultural and 
intellectual traffic that was the very lifeblood of empire’.40 For Ballantyne, this 
means acknowledging the spatial practices of colonialism that drew together both 
centripetal and centrifugal paths.
For Maiden, this meant drawing on the resources of the institution to 
understand prickly pear land such that a solution within this logic could be 
found. In this case, the knowledges that were built around prickly pear were 
shifted and filtered by obtaining plants, plant material and plant information 
from all over the world. During the early years of scientific quantification of the 
prickly pear, Maiden had a great deal of trouble in drawing together accurate 
botanical knowledge about Opuntias and precision as to what exact species was 
the ‘pest pear’. The NSW Prickly Pear Act 1886 legislated against four varieties 
of Opuntia. These were O. vulgaris, O. brasiliensis, O. monacantha and O. tuna. But 
Maiden dismissed these plants as unproblematic. Instead, he originally listed 
the prickly pear causing the problems as Opuntia aurantiaca. He deferred to two 
cacti experts, Mr Alwin Berger of La Mortola, Italy, and Dr David Griffiths of 
the US Department of Agriculture, Washington DC, for this verification. He 
suggested that this plant also ‘masqueraded under the names Opuntia ferox, 
Opuntia horrida, Opuntia dejecta, and perhaps others’.41 He also sought direc-
tion and advice from Professor Schumann in Germany, and the Royal Botanic 
Gardens, Kew, in England.42
A decade of painstaking research ensued which included, to the horror 
of locals, creating a prickly pear garden in the Botanic Gardens. In the end, 
Maiden confirmed his 1901 declaration that the ‘pest pear’ was Opuntia inermis 
and Opuntia stricta. Many other prickly pears were naturalised, as Maiden’s work 
39 Tony Ballantyne, ‘Rereading the Archive and Opening up the Nation-State: Colonial Knowledge 
in South Asia (and Beyond)’, in After the Imperial Turn: Thinking with and through the Nation, 
ed Antoinette Burton (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003).
40 Ibid., 113.
41 J. H. Maiden, ‘Note on Opuntia Aurantiaca (Prickly Pear)’, 327.
42 ‘Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, Correspondence’, in Australian Joint Copying Project M740–
M788, Sydney.
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shows, but these two plants were the friend of the brigalow and enemy of the 
settler.
Not surprisingly, the first stop for T. Harvey Johnston and Henry Tyron of 
the Queensland’s Prickly-Pear Travelling Commission, 1912–14, was the Sydney 
Botanic Gardens and, in particular, Maiden. This commission was mandated to 
travel to all parts of the globe and report on the scientific work on prickly pear, 
with the hope that solutions for settlers would be found. Maiden provided access 
to the tendrils of the global botanical network. When the two commissioners left 
Australia they held the letters of introduction from Maiden that allowed them to 
visit thirty botanic gardens while on their world tour.43 
The substantiating of knowledge, through observation of the species, deline-
ation of names, the creation of photographs and drawings and the continual 
relaying across borders, placed the Sydney Botanic Gardens as a mediator of 
the plant and its relation to settlers within this transnational network. With the 
sorts of knowledges gathered and sifted by Maiden and his staff, settlers were 
provided with a scientific and, therefore, authoritative position in relation to the 
plant. However, while the institution worked on in this area, the plants prolifer-
ated, stabilised their ecosystem, and spread. The institutional work of the Botanic 
Gardens allowed botanists to represent the pear as scientific knowledge, but these 
knowledges could only take effect if they moved. While Maiden successfully 
named the plant, that wasn’t what interested settlers. This formal science had to 
be shifted out of the laboratory and into land practices of those at the interface 
with the plant.
Shifting Articulations
Knowledge was mobilised in two main streams. First, by making it a curse, scient-
ists tabled ideas for the destruction and removal of the plant, so that settlers could 
claim the land. Secondly, science sought to create the means whereby the plant 
changed its articulation from useless to useful, turning it into a blessing. 
As a curse, energy was given to removing the plants. Maiden understood that 
this was a local problem and in 1907 he placed his hope in finding a poison that 
was both effective and cheap.44 Rather than conduct experiments in the Botanic 
Gardens, where the plant never grew vigorously, Maiden set out into prickly 
pear land in Scone. These experiments had to be undertaken in an area where 
the problem was localised. He argued that experiments carried out in the County 
of Cumberland would not convince those dealing with the problem in Scone, 
Moree and Bingarra.45 In other instances, for example, in the testing of fodder 
grasses and crops, experimentation was done in the Botanic Gardens, in plots set 
out for such purposes. In the case of the prickly pear, in addition to the plants 
43 T. Harvey Johnston and Henry Tyron, ‘Report of the Prickly-Pear Travelling Commission’, 
Queensland Parliament, 1914.
44 Poisons were also used to ‘clear’ Indigenous groups from settler land.
45 State Records NSW, 5/4804, 136.
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coming to the Botanic Gardens, the Botanic Gardens went to the plant. Although 
poisons remained a key weapon in the settler fight in prickly pear land through 
to the 1930s, other possibilities also arrived through transnational networks.
Another option for settlers was a mechanical means of removing the plant. 
Inventions such as the stump-jump plough had started to take off in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. This appliance adapted the furrowing technique 
used in British farming to the Mallee country in South Australia. It was mecha-
nised to move over obstacles such as tree stumps, allowing crops to be planted 
around the physical obstacles in the landscape. Machinery, especially that which 
was tested and proven in other global locations, was coveted by settlers. Maiden 
used the influence of his position to champion the inventions of William Sinclair, 
a Texan who relocated to Toowoomba to build and market machines for the 
destruction of prickly pear.46
In 1901 and again in 1907, the Queensland government issued a reward of 
£5000, and then £10 000, ‘for any successful scheme for the complete eradication 
of the prickly pear’.47 A range of machines were lodged to claim the prize. Entries 
included rollers, traction engines, modified stone jumping ploughs, electrocution, 
specialised hatchets, machines with a million mirrors, steam boilers, knives attached 
to an electric car, and a fire thrower.48 To the suggestion by Ms J. R. Groundwell 
from England that watering cans could be used to apply a vitrol mixture, Peter 
McLean, the agricultural advisor noted, ‘Seeing that the Prickly Pear is so thick 
in many places that a dog could not get into it I fail to see how this lady is going 
to use her watering pot or garden hose’.49 Applications were received from places 
all over the globe. But behind each of these inventions and their inventors lay a 
misunderstanding about prickly pear land across transnational distance.
Most of the machines that were designed failed to account for the ecosystem 
in which the plant had settled and found a home. Although communications 
travelled through these networks, there was never a guarantee that someone 
located on the other side of the world would be able to see the local problem. 
What looked good on paper was a whole different matter in prickly pear land. 
The proposers of solutions either forgot to account for the brigalow scrub, which 
impeded clear access for tractors, rollers and other large machinery, or they 
misunderstood the hilly or ridged terrain of the dense prickly pear land. The 
ecosystem precluded machinery that could not cope with an inclined gradient 
or scrub forest conditions; prickly pear land was not cultivated land suitable for 
machines. Prickly pear, on the other hand, had no such problem, nestling into 
the brigalow and growing on the steepest of outcrops. These attempts all failed 
to bring the unruly pest under control. But the cultural investment in settling 
Australia was such that hope prevailed. If the pear couldn’t be removed, maybe it 
could be used. What a blessing it would have been to find a way to use the sixty 
million acres of prickly pear land!
46 State Records NSW, 8/262.
47 Queensland State Archives, AGS/N340, 1902.10784.
48 Queensland State Archives, AGS/N 2 (1901).
49 Queensland State Archives, AGS/N340, letters 04.6871 and 04.02911.
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In the first of his series publication about the prickly pears, Maiden was quick 
to point out that there was a capacity to turn a pest back to an innocuous plant 
species. The idea of turning livestock into eating machines was circulated. Each 
time this knowledge was reiterated, it was pushed through a different location. In 
Texas, in Morocco, in Natal, in Mexico and in California, cacti-eating cattle were 
used to demonstrate how useful the plant was to landholders. However, apart from 
the problem of spines, which deterred consumption, the plant was of low nutri-
tional value and tended to give animals the scours. Most animals never thrived on 
prickly pear, with dairy cattle particularly affected in the quality and quantity of 
milk produced.50 Prickly pear, although abundant and accessible, did not provide 
a credible fodder crop as it had in other countries. Science advocated the need 
for the plant during times of drought, but here was the constant double bind. 
The plant may have provided a fallback fodder in times of drought, but livestock 
sustained the very conditions for its continued survival in the brigalow belt. 
Other schemes and hopes were invested in reclaiming the plant for use. 
Chemists in Queensland and NSW argued that it could compete with molasses 
in the production of industrial alcohol.51 The plant was tested for its fibre 
content in the hope that the thousands of acres could be converted to paper or 
paper products.52 Oliver Roberts, of Cactus Estates, an entrepreneurial research 
company, experimented with the production of potash, a by-product of the 
poisoning and burning process, which could be sold as a soil additive.53 Alas, the 
water content of the plant blocked any such application and left the scientific 
and research community grasping at straws in the quest to find an appropriate 
way for it to become a blessing. Failed experiments travelled side by side with the 
ever-expanding area of prickly pear land.
The Enemy Within
During the first decade after federation, prickly pear became more than a pest; it 
became an enemy. And, as an enemy, it was set in a battle—no longer a malig-
nant weed or a pest, but an invader. In 1911, Maiden pointed out: ‘It is a plant 
which can protect itself, it is not to be trifled with’.54 He situated the plant as 
the enemy within, his rhetoric echoing the way that the ‘Aboriginal problem’ 
and Asian populations were to be ‘managed’ in White Australia. David Walker 
has argued, in relation to the Chinese in Australia, that representations of rapid 
50 T. Harvey Johnston, ‘The Australian Prickly-Pear Problem’, in Report of the Sixteenth Meeting of the 
Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science, ed W. B. Oliver (Wellington: Australasian 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 1923), 383.
51 J. Brunnich, ‘Destruction of Prickly Pear’, Agricultural Gazette of New South Wales 23 (1912).
52 Johnston, ‘The Australian Prickly-Pear Problem’, 392–5.
53 Queensland State Archives LAN/194 1912-1921; ‘Prospectus of Cactus Estates Limited’, in John 
Oxley Historical Collection, Brisbane (1913); Oliver Cromwell Roberts, ‘Prospectus for Cactus 
Estates Limited’, in John Oxley Library, Brisbane (1915).
54 J. H. Maiden, ‘The Prickly Pears of Interest to Australians Nos. 1–15’, Agricultural Gazette of New 
South Wales (1911–15): 696.
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population growth ‘encouraged metaphors of tides and plagues and references 
to overwhelming influxes’.55 The prickly pear was also discussed in these same 
terms of rapid growth and invasion.56 Problem plants and problem populations 
evoked a fear of insurrection and hence it is not surprising that the language of 
vigilance and protection in both bear some resemblance.57
There is also a clear correlation between the language of the war being fought 
on the European stage (WWI) and this homeland battle for land. The plant was 
threatening both landholders of vast properties and those with tiny tenure of forty 
to fifty acres, large scale pastoralists and small farmers. Prickly pear land became a 
category that defined all of these different groups as an armed force. Within this 
scheme, the prickly pear was discussed in a way that inscribed a particular type 
of agency on the object. The settler was part of a battle replete with strategy, a 
defensive position and those who betrayed the cause through surrender. During 
1914–16, thirty-two selections totalling 54 640 acres were surrendered along the 
Miles–Juandah railway in Queensland alone.58 The desperation of the fight can 
be found in comments like this one from Commissioner Power discussing settle-
ment in prickly pear land in the 1920s:
that despite the endeavour of landholders, the line of invasion was continually advancing. 
The efforts of the landholders only temporarily check the line of invasion here and there; 
each year it gradually advanced as some selectors gave up hope and abandoned their 
holdings, thus allowing the pear not only to outflank their stronger hearted neighbours 
who continued the fight, but in many cases to surround their holdings, leave them isolated 
and entirely surrounded by pear.59 
Where the environment could not be understood or conceptualised, an 
enlistment of these discourses circulating in the cultural commons was the perfect 
way to mobilise support and the possibility of intervention. In this way, urban 
peoples could understand the plight of the rural settler. It also follows that inter-
national scientists, botanical institutions and even readers of English newspapers 
could engage with the magnitude of the problem through the way that it was 
55 David Walker, ‘Strange Reading: Keith Windschuttle on Race, Asia and White Australia’, 
Australian Historical Studies 37, no 128 (2006): 12.
56 For example, ‘The Invasion of the Prickly Pear’, newspaper cutting held in the Australian 
Inland Mission Collection, National Library of Australia (c. 1912), http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-
an24261643 (viewed May 2007).
57 Gary Alan Fine and Lazaros Christoforides, ‘Dirty Birds, Filthy Immigrants and the English 
Sparrow War: Metaphorical Linkage in Constructing Social Problems’, Symbolic Interaction 14, 
no. 4 (1991). These scholars consider the way that rhetoric of problem populations was applied 
to both immigrant birds and immigrant populations within the north east of America from 
the 1870s. This creates what they call a metaphorical linkage between two dissimilar groups, 
one human and the other faunal. In this way, both groups became articulated as problem 
populations. The intensity of this rhetoric fed into popular understandings of each population 
in the same way that I am suggesting it did between problem plants and ‘Othered’ communities 
in Australia.
58 William Gillies, ‘Report of the Royal Commission to Inquire into the Question of Building a 
Railway from Juandah to Taroom’, Queensland Votes and Proceedings (1916), 972.
59 F. D. Power, ‘Fifth Annual Report of the Prickly Pear Land Commission’ (Brisbane: Queensland 
Department of Lands, 1929), 1.
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enunciated. In turn, government science and research institutions were empow-
ered to include prickly pear land on their agendas to seek change.
The experiences of the Shannon family of Cardowan near Rockhampton 
reveal just one example of the anguish experienced by settlers. In their family 
history they relay the heartache that the pear caused. ‘The pear was so thick on 
the Funnell Junction block that the Shannons were obliged to surrender that 
lease through inability to keep it clear of the pest’.60 At Helidon, near Toowoomba, 
the Bigg family farm diaries show the progressive nature of the infestation over 
a five-year period. In 1912 the family was able to keep the prickly pear to their 
top paddock, using the pear for cattle and pig fodder as suggested by the experts. 
Despite their constant attention, within three years the family was despairing of 
the spread of the pear throughout their selection. By the end of 1915, the harsh 
impact of the drought on their livestock, orchards and market gardens meant that 
they were facing ‘Pear, Starvation, Damnation’.61 The Shannons and the Biggs 
were luckier than many; they had other holdings where prickly pear was kept to 
manageable levels and were, therefore, able to hold their livelihood as pastoral-
ists and farmers. They retreated to a position which they were able to defend. 
Many families walked off the land.
During this phase of the growth of the prickly pear land, and as the idea of 
the plant as invader grew, entomological research was to provide yet another 
opportunity to change the situation for settlers. The articulation by many 
commentators that the introduction of the Cactoblastis cactorum was an overnight 
success belies the many years of entomological research undertaken in this field. 
It took a long process of trial and error, experiment, of access to the global infor-
mation network and the defence of one area of scientific research over another.
This arm of the transnational network did not win wholesale support from 
the scientific community or the public. Maiden was extremely sceptical that this 
field of research would yield a change. He understood that a coccus insect had 
been responsible for the control of prickly pear outbreaks in India as early as 
1795, but had little faith this could be replicated in Australia. Writing to his ally in 
the Queensland Department of Lands, Arthur Temple Clerk, he argued in 1920:
My present view is that it is best to let biologists search for an insect that will kill the pest 
pear, and more power to them, but we should not lose time in searching for what may be 
unattainable, and at the same time neglect such means as are available to us.62
His preference was to undertake mechanical and poisonous reclamation of 
the land. This is not to say that he was ignorant of the possibilities, just unwilling 
to place the emphasis on this research over mechanical or poison regimes.
By 1915 Maiden had ascertained that 18 prickly pear species were natural-
ised in Australia, of which the O. inermis and O. stricta were the most common. 
The other species were also problematic, but often in localised outbreaks. 
60 Alan Shannon and Jean Shannon, Cardowan: From Packhorse to Pasture Pioneer: The History of a 
Central Queensland Cattle Station (Montville, Qld: Alan and Jean Shannon, 1998), 37.
61 Bigg Family Diaries, John Oxley Library, Qld, 1910-1915 OM 78-57.
62 State Records NSW 8/262.
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Biological control hinged on the introduction of host-specific parasitic insects. 
Tyron and Johnston, in their travels through North and South America, Europe 
and Asia, returned not only with a report on the state of play in Opuntia research, 
but with a new agent to pit against what W. B. Alexander described as a ‘steady 
advance of a dangerous enemy’.63 Alexander enumerated 11 possible insect 
candidates for introduction in 1919. Such insects were depicted as the ‘natural 
enemies’ of a plant, articulated in the same terms of combat that set in opposi-
tion settler and prickly pear. Alexander understood what was at stake here. It 
wasn’t that the moth (or beetle or fly) was being introduced to form part of an 
ecosystem, or to balance the chain of life in nature. The insect was being enlisted 
on behalf of settlers. The moth was drawn into a battle through its inscription 
as an enemy of the enemy of Australians—one transnational object at war with 
another, filtered through the knowledges and needs of settler Australia.
Although this was an Australian problem, the only way to deal with it 
effectively was to extend the network beyond the boundaries of the nation. 
The network needed to be made longer, to gather in places where the Opuntia 
originated, but also other places where it had been introduced. When the 
Queensland, NSW and Commonwealth Governments created the Common-
wealth Prickly Pear Board (CPPB) in 1923, this is exactly what they did. In order 
to create this change, institutional support was given to field stations in Southern 
America. The CPPB connected Australians with scientists in South Africa, India 
and North America who were also in combat with the prickly pear.
By the time the Cactoblastis moth entered the fray in 1926, the Chelindea bug 
and the Cochineal fly had been used to varying effect on a variety of prickly pear 
species. Although Johnston and Tyron had collected Cactoblastis moths in America 
during their journey, these animals had died in transit. Alan Dodd was an ento-
mologist stationed in Ulvade, Texas, under CPPB’s authority from the early to 
the mid 1920s. He studied Cactoblastis cactorum, conducting starvation tests on a 
range of crops and fruits. Once these tests were completed, Dodd argued success-
fully for experimentation to continue in the Sherwood laboratories of the board 
in 1924. These moths lay their eggs in long chains known as eggsticks, each stick 
containing as many as 150 eggs.64 From Sherwood to Chinchilla and Emerald to 
Blackall, the eggs were released in a process that scientists refer to as ‘liberation’. 
In the summer of 1926–27, nine million eggs were released by manual insertion 
of eggsticks into patches of prickly pear.65 
‘Liberation’ suggests a simple freeing of the insect into the wild. On the 
contrary, the release of the moth took on the qualities of strategic deployment 
within the settler battle. Rescue was executed by foot soldiers on the move in a 
63 W. B. Alexander, The Prickly Pear in Australia, 32. The full quote is: ‘The spread of prickly pear is 
like the invasion of a dangerous enemy, advancing steadily and gradually taking possession of 
our continent’.
64 A. Dodd, The Biological Campaign against Prickly-Pear; A Dodd, ‘The Biological Control of Prickly-
Pear in Australia’, in The Control of Weeds: Bulletin No 27, ed R. O. Whyte (London: Herbage 
Publications Series, 1940); A. Dodd, The Progress of Biological Control of Prickly-Pear in Australia 
(Brisbane: Commonwealth Prickly-Pear Board, 1929); J. Mann, Cacti Naturalised in Australia.
65 A. Dodd, The Progress of Biological Control of Prickly-Pear.
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convoy of trucks, replete with associated advertising and propaganda campaign.66 
Research stations with insectaries, scientists and fieldworkers were located strate-
gically in prickly pear land, bringing the combatants within range of one another. 
Scientists and their biological agent carefully infiltrated and resumed control of 
the land. The insect was liberated into a hybrid ecosystem and, over the following 
seven years, returned settlers to these parts of Australia.67 In the battle for land, 
the settler was liberated by the insect. 
Within the story of liberation, the plant returned to being a host. Like the 
First Fleet cochineal fig, it became benign again, no longer a threat or barrier, 
but a plant that served humans. It was no longer out of place, but returned to its 
place in the order of things at the behest of human needs. Talk about the plant 
shifted again, just as the network behind the talk underwent a substantial change 
and human settlement in the affected areas increased significantly during the 
1930s. In the end, the prickly pear shifted back to being a host. Only this time, 
not only for the coccus of a moth, but also as host for a story of scientific triumph 
in settler land.
What was a reprieve for the settlers had a different sort of effect for the 
brigalow forests and their associated fauna. The death of prickly pear spelt doom 
for these floral communities. In the process of sweeping aside the foreigner, 
settlers also removed the indigenous. Ian Tyrell acknowledges this change not as 
a restoration, but as an ‘even greater environmental transformation than any that 
had gone before’.68 As the ecosystem changed, it no longer supported brigalow, 
prickly pear, emus and other birds but instead, dairy cows, wheat, sheep, cotton 
and settlers. This meant marginal farming and debilitating land practices took the 
place of the plant. This was a loss for the fauna and flora of northern NSW and 
central and southern Queensland, but was it necessarily better for settlers?
Conclusion
This article shows how these ‘words for country’, to borrow Tom Griffiths and 
Tim Bonyhardy’s phrase,69 open out understandings of plants, environments, 
machines, knowledges, laboratories and humans in a transnational colonial 
world. Tracing the articulation of the plant demonstrates that language is a key 
component in this transnational network. At each opportunity to change the 
articulation of the plant, the public and scientific understanding of the plant 
became more swollen. The landscape, the problem, and the language grew in 
size simultaneously. This language was drawn from a prevailing cultural milieu 
that was racialised as well as militarised. The network operated across a range of 
66 W. L. Payne and F. D. Power, ‘Annual Reports of the Prickly Pear Land Commission’.
67 R. S. Dick, ‘Five Towns of the Brigalow Country’, Department of Geography Papers University of 
Queensland 1, no. 1 (1960): 5-11.
68 Ian R. Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods, 212.
69 Tim Bonyhady and Tom Griffiths, Words for Country: Landscape & Language in Australia (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2002).
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figures, not always with the settler or the human at the centre. The force of the 
network was found in the energy of the relations between different agents in 
the collective. Prickly pear land considered as a transnational network was not 
just a local place, but mobilised knowledges, plants, people and ideas from all 
over the world.
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